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Reviews
Language Learning in Ministry: Preparing for Cross-Cultural Language Acquisition
Jan Edwards Dormer. William Carey Library, 2021.
Reviewed by Mariane Quirino Batista Gimenez, Moody Theological Seminary and Graduate
School, Chicago
Cross-cultural ministry requires time, effort, and persistence, and so does second
language acquisition. When missionaries accept the challenge to leave their home country, they
consent to embark on a journey into the unknown, which frequently involves learning the locals’
mother tongue and way of living. Although these changes cause exhaustion, the experience may
sometimes go more smoothly if cross-cultural workers reflect on how humans learn a foreign
language and what factors are significant to achieve communicative goals. To this end, Jan
Dormer provides a relevant tool approaching key points for formal and informal language
learning to educate those seeking ministry overseas. The process hides treasures that teach God’s
ability to use any type of circumstance to fulfill His will and further His kingdom through one of
the divine gifts – language.
The book Language Learning in Ministry: Preparing for Cross-Cultural Language
Acquisition presents an informative approach to second language learning theories and practices
to build an understanding of this dynamic, aiming for more efficient means to improve L2
learning for Christian workers (p. xi). As a child of missionaries, Dormer also defends the
importance of considering the needs that missionaries’ children may have regarding their
language and regular education. This is a vital aspect for the cross-cultural family’s health in the
field. The seven chapters are intended for an English-speaking audience currently or
prospectively studying a new language with hopes to apply the content in their scenario.
Therefore, the author avoids complicated terminology when writing about concepts and research
in order to help non-experts attempting to comprehend and utilize applied linguistics.
Many individuals start the foreign language learning process with a mind filled with
misconceptions: kids learn languages more effectively than adults, language aptitude is an
exclusive privilege for some, there is an ideal method to learn a new language, and such.
However, Chapter 1 debunks such myths by presenting distinct views based on studies and
personal stories that bring a more realistic mindset towards the topic, stating that all learners can
accomplish successful outcomes. The author proceeds to explain in Chapter 2 through a technical
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lens by introducing principles related to language acquisition. She offers behaviorist, cognitivist,
and socio-constructivist perspectives and their justifications for human linguistic development.
Additionally, Dormer lists key concepts significant to SLA studies (input, output, interaction,
fluency, natural sequence, time, etc.) to analyze their impact on communicative skills. Even
though the information may appear quite dense to non-specialists, there is still a lot to discover
about language acquisition mechanisms.
Chapter 3 focuses on formal language instruction and the components that form a strong
language learning program. To this end, teachers should display qualifications through
appropriate training, the curriculum and material must meet the learners’ needs, and the
instruction should engage students in meaningful activities. In contrast to this more formal
arrangement, Chapter 4 explores learner-driven alternatives in informal language learning
scenarios. The non-native speaker can be assisted by a language tutor or helper, who provides the
needed interaction for language development. While this context provides flexibility, it is still
necessary to have some elements in common with regular classrooms, such as a curriculum,
specific goals, meaningful language use, and assessment (pp. 52–54).
Chapter 5 develops in-depth one of the preconceived ideas stated in Chapter 1 about
children and SLA. Contrary to the popular notion that kids are better language learners than
adults, the author defends the idea that learning success depends on several cognitive and
affective factors and not on the child’s nature alone. Moreover, she urges more preparation to
attend to young individuals living overseas to preserve their academic and emotional well-being.
They will have more chances to thrive in a challenging environment if their parents are aware of
suitable options for children. Chapter 6 frames a holistic perspective for faith-oriented language
learning, arguing that the efforts and trials amid the process bring relational ministry
opportunities. This, however, requires a posture of humility from the learners (p. 86).
All this information about language learning may seem overwhelming for those who have
never studied the topic formally. Thus, the final Chapter 7 reviews key points previously
discussed in the text in order to consolidate readers’ understanding, so that they are better able to
apply the content in their context. Dormer summarizes the chapters’ ideas, demystifying
preconceptions that hinder one’s motivation to speak a new language. Additionally, she supplies
the audience with appendices about proficiency scales, curriculum, and other educational
resources to guide learners throughout the process.
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For readers seeking a deeper comprehension of how second language acquisition works
and theories explaining its essential aspects, other academic-oriented books can provide them
with such data. As Dormer states in the introduction, the goal is “to build understanding about
second language acquisition, not to prove theories or teach terminology” (p. xiii). Her primary
objective is well-accomplished through this book. Her experiences and background growing up
as a missionary kid in Brazil contribute to the practical aspect of the text that acknowledges
cognitive and affective factors in acquiring a new language. She transforms complex theoretical
content into accessible knowledge to educate readers, so they can make wise decisions about the
learning paths that best fit their needs. Furthermore, the text offers valuable insights that benefit
not only the learners’ academic aspirations but also children’s development when ministering in
a different culture. Language Learning in Ministry: Preparing for Cross-Cultural Language
Acquisition is a treasure for those learning a new language because it communicates the richness
of the process through a spiritual lens. The book goes beyond a mere language learning lesson. It
is an encouragement text affirming the divine faithfulness that surpasses cultural and linguistic
obstacles: “God will sustain you, empower you, and use the challenges for his glory” (p. 102).
Dormer does not hide the difficulties of the journey but motivates readers to pursue their
intercultural calling trusting the Lord’s provision.
Mariane Quirino Batista Gimenez (mariane.gimenez@moody.edu) is an M.A. TESOL student at
Moody Theological Seminary and Graduate School in Chicago. She has experience teaching
both English and Portuguese.
Charitable Writing: Cultivating Virtue though Our Words
Richard Hughes Gibson and James Edward Beitler III. IVP Academic, 2020.
Reviewed by Gregory L. Bock, The University of Texas at Tyler
Charitable Writing is a writing guide, but not a typical one. It is about following Jesus’
commands to love God and one another and to do this in one’s writing. As such, it is a work of
applied Christian ethics, and it attempts to answer many questions writers face, including what
makes a good writer, how to argue well, and how to communicate the faith.
Gibson and Beitler focus on three virtues they believe are central to the integration of
faith and writing: humility, charity, and hope. The authors state, “The central claim of this book
is that charitable writers listen humbly, argue lovingly, and keep the time of writing hopefully”
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(p. 13). First, writers ought to be humble. This means being prayerful and inviting God into the
writing process. This also means not considering oneself better than one’s audience but listening
carefully to other perspectives. The authors conceive of virtues as being the middle way between
the extremes of excess and deficit (the Aristotelian approach), and in the case of humility this
means standing between the vice of pride, on the one hand, and self-hatred, on the other. So, a
humble writer both listens and speaks (or writes) in the appropriate way when the time is right.
Second, writers ought to argue lovingly. This is because charity, or love, is the central
virtue of the Christian life and ought to be the motivation for everything one does. However, is it
possible to love one’s neighbor and argue with them at the same time? Gibson and Beitler think
so, but they say that it requires a drastic reframing of the practice of argumentation because the
usual metaphors employed to describe it are violent ones, such as attacking one’s opponents and
demolishing or shooting down their arguments (p. 88). The authors suggest better metaphors,
such as dancing, cooking, and raising barns, but they settle on feasting as their preferred one.
They base this partly on the banqueting practices of early Christians (p. 103). They say, “The
purpose of a banquet is not to win. Banquets are celebrations; ideally, all participants benefit by
joining in” (p. 112). At banquets, gifts are given, ideas are shared, and relationships are formed
and strengthened, and these ought to characterize good writing as much as they do a good feast.
Third, writers ought to be hopeful. Gibson and Beitler cite Paula Mathieu’s definition of
hope: “To look critically at one’s present condition, assess what is missing, and then long for and
work for a not-yet reality, a future anticipated. It is grounded in imaginative acts and projects,
including art and writing, as vehicles for invoking a better future” (p. 162). Hopeful writing is
slow writing, they say. Slow writing is intentional, meditative writing, which includes others and,
most importantly, God. Writing should be liturgical. It should be prayerful. The authors explain
that charitable writing starts with God (in humility) and draws closer to God in hope (pp. 164–
167).
As mentioned above, the book is organized around three virtues: humility, charity, and
hope. Within each section, there are chapters that examine each virtue in more detail in order to
understand and apply it to the craft of writing. In the section on humble listening, there are
chapters on the virtue of humility, careful listening, and writing in community. In the section on
charity, there are chapters on charitable writing, argumentation, and the virtue of love. In the
section on hope, there are chapters on slow writing and writing as liturgical practice. The book
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closes with appendices that include discussion questions, writing prompts, and some guest
contributors.
The book is an important reminder for Christian writers that their craft should be an
extension of their faith, that they should love God and their neighbors through their writing.
Sadly, this reminder is needed because Christian writers can be obnoxious, lacking the grace and
humility that should mark followers of Jesus. We Christians are often quick to speak and slow to
listen. We are often more concerned about being right than being loving. Gibson and Beitler
describe how easy it is to fall into this trap as a writer. For example, we might get worked up by
something we read on a blog and be tempted to respond in anger with a swift argument that
exposes the errors and character flaws of the blogger. We might even be right, but at what cost?
Gibson and Beitler suggest that the best option might be to simply turn off the computer and
walk away (p. 123). They write, “We may find ourselves in similar positions, where we speak
our love best with silence” (p. 124). They remind us that if we do speak, we must do so in love
(Ephesians 4:15).
In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus upends the world’s values and the view of success
held by many professional writers by preaching the virtues of meekness, mercy, and
peacemaking. He says, “Let your light shine before others, so that they may see your good works
and give glory to your Father who is in heaven” (Matthew 5:16). How can we glorify God if we
do not speak the truth in love? How can we glorify God if we are just noisy gongs or clanging
cymbals (I Corinthians 13:1)? This is true in my own profession of philosophy, where
argumentation takes center stage and charitable writing can be rare. Christian philosophers have
the opportunity to be a shining city on a hill (Matthew 5:14) by being different – being humble,
charitable, and hopeful. This goes for any academic field, including TESOL. Christian writers
can be the light of the world, but to shine brightly, they must cultivate the virtues addressed in
this book.
This book will appeal to many readers. Professional writers will find helpful tips
scattered throughout. Writing students will find its style clear and engaging, especially with the
many illustrations. Writing teachers will find the organization and writing prompts useful in the
classroom. The only weakness, in my opinion, is the treatment of the virtue of hope. While the
discussions of humility and charity are rich and the applications clear, hope gets only a cursory
treatment in the last two chapters. What is needed is a stand-alone chapter dedicated to a
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theological analysis of the virtue, which would then provide rich material for application. To the
authors’ credit, I know of no other work that attempts to apply the virtue of hope to writing. For
those who are interested in learning more about hope, I recommend starting with N. T. Wright’s
Surprised by Hope and Josef Pieper’s Faith, Hope, Love.
Gregory L. Bock (gbock@uttyler.edu) is Assistant Professor of Philosophy and Religion at The
University of Texas at Tyler and is also Director of UT Tyler’s Center for Ethics. He holds
graduate degrees in both Philosophy and TESOL and most often writes about biomedical issues
or the ethics of forgiveness.
To Think Christianly: A History of L’Abri, Regent College,
and the Christian Study Center Movement
Charles E. Cotherman. IVP Academic, 2020.
Reviewed by Peter Worrall, Moody Bible Institute
To be honest, when I received my copy of To Think Christianly by Charles E.
Cotherman, I initially found the cover off-putting. In the lower righthand corner, I recognized the
pictures of one or two historic figures in the field of education. But those images are set against a
harsh red background. Spread across the rest of the cover are the simple profiles of two large
male faces, looking away from one another. The fact that both profiles appeared to be male and
that they were seemingly not engaging with each other gave me a particular impression of
Cotherman’s book. I was concerned that it would be a stale restatement of Christian history and
philosophy with little applicable thought.
As I began to read, however, I was pleasantly surprised. Although the book does recount
historical events, it does not merely report the facts. It also provides context, commentary, and
relevance for the reader, and this sheds light on the meaning of the cover.
Much of what To Think Christianly recounts happened in the 1960s and 1970s. The
narrative starts with Francis Schaeffer and tells the story of Schaeffer and his wife, who became
disillusioned with their missionary assignment and imagined something new. Rather than
allowing their disillusionment to pull them away from the faith, the Schaeffers used it to fuel a
passion for a different sort of spiritual engagement. Cotherman recounts the development of
L’Abri, a unique gathering place and discussion house for skeptics, scholars, and the
disenchanted. Cotherman also includes some lesser-documented insight into the early struggles
of this timely venture pursued by faith.
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The mind of Francis Schaeffer and the care of Edith Schaeffer are presented with a
contrasting sensitivity. The story would be incomplete if either of them was missing, and
together their ministry thrives. The question may be whether it succeeds too well. The need for a
place of reflection outside the universities and seminaries was acute, but who should provide
such a space? Cotherman’s account calls into question the value of formal higher education. Is a
doctorate necessary to obtain credibility and address specific questions Christianly? To Think
Christianly describes Francis Schaeffer’s rise in popularity, but it also shows his limits. In some
ways, it seems, God enabled the Schaeffers to minister beyond their capacity. The simplicity of
and their dedication to L’Abri eventually suffered as the vision expanded into various audio and
visual projects. Was this a dissolution of purpose? Or was it an opportunity for expansion?
Cotherman allows the reader to decide.
Next, Cotherman describes the work of the Plymouth Brethren in setting up Regent
College in the Vancouver area. Marshall Sheppard spearheaded the Brethren attack on education,
but (similar to the development of L’Abri) a study center was established before a college.
Regent College was not originally established to provide the robust education in Christianity that
it now does. Initially, it provided a Christian orientation for all other studies. Maxims such as
“All truth is God’s truth” and “Everything is theological” here gained traction. In Canada,
theological studies had been increasingly separated from all other studies, and Regent College
was an attempt at biblical reintegration. The theological ideals that drove Regent were expressed
in the following letter, written by scholar John Houston:
Regent College will have two primary purposes . . . the first is to provide an intense oneyear course to graduates, of both sexes, on an inter-denominational basis, before taking
up their secular careers . . . the second aim is to have a research centre rather on the lines
of Tyndale House in Cambridge, U.K., where scholars – not necessarily theologians –
can have the facilities to write and publish works of significance to evangelical
testimony. (Cotherman, 2020, p. 54)
A tension existed between the theologians who had places to be trained for ministry and the laity
who wanted to think Christianly. The churches only provided a depth of intellectual thought in
the ministerial sphere. The question remained, if God is the God of everything, how should
physics, chemistry, and biology be investigated in a way that gives thought to God? How can
history be viewed by historians in ways that resemble the historical retelling of the Bible? At
Regent, these questions were given room to breathe, and then the questions drove inquiry at the
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school. However, tension remained between those who espoused theological truth in variant
subjects and those who taught Theology proper.
This tension culminated in the May 1972 edition of Christianity Today, in which a
clarion call went out for evangelical living and learning centers to be established with an
affiliation to local universities. This concept was to be established in the United States, and
although it modeled itself on Regent and John Houston was involved, it would develop into
something entirely different from Regent. Originally, an American ideal was established like the
Canadian model but different financial needs and leadership style caused Jim and Lorraine
Hiskey to run aground. To Think Christianly also details the struggle of C. S. Lewis College,
which was downgraded to the C. S. Lewis Institute and moved into downtown Washington,
D.C., where it could train Christian students.
Another key influencer during this season of development was R. C. Sproul. To Think
Christianly describes him as a traditional scholar, having earned his Ph.D. Like Edith Schaeffer,
Sproul’s wife shared his vision for hospitality, which helped shape and expand their ministry.
They first served out of their own home, then from a home they purchased specifically for their
ministry, and finally they establish an extensive ministry center in Florida. In Sproul, Cotherman
paints a picture of a man who worked his relationships with people, but then adopted an
approach that utilized mass media. His influence both increased and decreased at the same time.
It increased in terms of the volume of people reached. Anyone could eventually buy a cassette of
the teaching of R. C. Sproul. However, the price for the success was the diminishing of
interpersonal connections. The college that he established in Florida offered strong and essential
training in the Word of God. It still endures to this day, so was it bad to invest the money from
the ministry into a college which could train people even after its founder died?
Out in California—the radical center for the hippy movement in the 1960s and 1970s—
the New College was founded in Berkeley. The Exclusive Brethren sent a student called David
Gill into the mix and he was trying to think through his experience in California from a Christian
perspective. He was inspired by Schaeffer and wanted to implement some of the idea he read
about in Schaeffer’s books. Gill took over Right On magazine and started to influence the
California students. Again, the book gives crucial time to feminine influences in the creative
process. It documents the rise of Sharon Gallagher and tells the story of Right On with Gallagher
and Gill in the lead roles. The story unfolds and, at the end of an intriguing tale of imagination,
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New College is born. Cotherman then turns his attention to the subject of how to keep a vision
like New College alive.
The rest of the book talks of different efforts to provide a Christian orientation when
studying diverse subjects. It echoes the questions that Claerbaut (2004) answers in his book,
Faith and Learning on the Edge. Claerbaut deals with the subjects themselves and offers
different ways that theology might be integrated. It is good that we see the need for integrated
thinking, but ultimately the integrated thinking must be practiced within the subjects themselves.
The problems that we see can be addressed by parallel studies in Christian institutions, but real
solutions are only reached when the studies have a Christian perspective within the state
institutions. In Christian institutions, the theological underpinning is constantly present. It
requires a consistently Christian mind. In The Christian Mind, Blamires (2005) states that
Christian thinking is dead. Perhaps we can see how it has more clearly been marginalized or
secularized. Christian thinking is permitted, but it is removed to the side. This book shows us
where good Christian thinking can be had in separate institutions. However, this is isolated. The
next front of the battle would be to have these good thoughts within the institutions. This book
shows how centers for Christian thinking have been set up in a marginalized domain, and it
raises the question of how Christian thinking can be integrated into our educational thinking in
more thorough ways.
References
Blamires, H. (2005). The Christian mind: How should a Christian think? Regent College.
Claerbaut, D. (2004). Faith and learning on the edge: A bold new look at religion in higher
education. Zondervan.
Peter Worrall (peter.worrall@moody.com) is on the faculty at Moody Bible Institute. He holds
degrees from Exeter University, Moody Graduate School, and National Louis University, and is
currently in the doctoral program at Trinity International Divinity School. He teaches a course
on the integration of faith and learning.
What Christians Believe: The Story of God and People in Minimal English
Anna Wierzbicka. Oxford University Press, 2019.
Reviewed by Michael Lessard-Clouston, Biola University
Recent trends in vocabulary teaching emphasize corpus-based high frequency word lists,
in order to enable English language learners to better understand others and to be able to
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communicate their ideas effectively (Lessard-Clouston, 2021; Webb & Nation, 2017). At the
same time, over the last number of years research in semantics and global English has
emphasized “minimal English” and how it can contribute in contexts of world Englishes
(Goddard, 2018; Goddard & Wierzbicka, 2018). In short, the minimal English emphasis is on
vocabulary for seemingly universal concepts, which in turn can help people interacting across
cultures but in English to communicate better.
Dr. Anna Wierzbicka is a prolific Polish linguist who has taught at Australian National
University (ANU) since the 1970s. Among her more than 20 books is one discussing the dangers
of only using English (Wierzbicka, 2014), and her articles often address cross-cultural semantics.
This important book under review builds on previous work she completed discussing both Jesus’
teachings and God using universal words (Wierzbicka, 2001, 2018), in addition to a book
published in Polish in 2017 with an almost identical title.
What Christians Believe is composed of four distinct parts following some front matter.
The Acknowledgements declare that the book came out of a three year seminar conducted at
ANU, and the Preface does a fine job of explaining why a book like this may be useful,
especially to those of us who usually use English to interact with the Christian story. In essence,
many people are not sure of the core of the Christian faith, and “The Story of God and People”
which is at the centre of this work uses simple words without assuming previous background or
knowledge (p. xi). As Wierzbicka argues, “the reliance on a limited vocabulary of very simple
words allows us not only to present the same faith in different languages but also to articulate
that faith with greater precision than it would be possible in one particular language” (p. xii).
Simplicity is not a question of dumbing down the message, but rather elucidating it (p. xvi).
Part One, Introduction and Overview, includes four chapters, starting with Who are
‘Christians’? (Chapter 1), which outlines important creeds and what they mean, and summarizes
points from Alister McGrath and C. S. Lewis. Wierzbicka concludes by noting that she is a
“believing and ‘practising’ Roman Catholic” (p. 13) and quotes from Marilynne Robinson and
the Bible to suggest that “from God’s point of view, how people live is more important than what
they say and what they believe” (p. 14). God and Cross-Cultural Communication, Chapter 2,
introduces Jesus’s incarnation in culture, notes Jewish cultural scripts, and how Jewish prophetic
speech helps us understand the concept of hell and Jesus’ teaching in Matthew 25 about the
sheep and the goats. Wierzbicka observes, “it is a personal message to everyone: You are both
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like a sheep and like a goat. God wants you to be like a sheep, not like a goat; from now on, try
to live like a sheep, not like a goat” (p. 26). She concludes by discussing the parable of the lost
sheep. Chapter 3, God and Language, indicates that we can use ordinary human words to talk
about God; in fact, “the words in which we try to articulate our experience, and our faith, need to
be well chosen” (p. 33). While some theologians believe God is beyond human concepts,
Wierzbicka argues “this was clearly not Jesus’s view” (p. 37).
Minimal English, Chapter 4, describes this “highly reduced version of English which can
ensure maximum translatability without compromising intelligibility,” because it “consists of
words and grammatical constructions which . . . have their equivalents in most, if not all, other
languages” (p. 45). The core of Minimal English is a list of 65 “universal words which are also
semantic primes,” meanings that are expressed using words in virtually all languages (p. 50). Yet
just as the most frequent vocabulary on corpus word lists is not sufficient for English learners to
express their thoughts, Minimal English also uses non-universal words, such as “sheep” and
“shepherd,” which are prominent in the Bible (p. 54). Interestingly, the two most important nonuniversal verbs in “The Story” are “read” and “write” (p. 56). Two final points help readers
understand how Minimal English is used to tell the story. One is a “called-mechanism,” which is
a way to refer to “people, places, and things that are either unique or special,” including proper
nouns like “Mary” and “Joseph” or “Jerusalem” (p. 61). The other is that metaphors are common
throughout the Gospels, but they are not always clear or self-explanatory. Again, “universal
human words can provide keys with the help of which many hidden, or semi-hidden, meanings
and ideas can be ‘opened out’ for everyone to understand” (p. 66).
Part Two, “The Story of God and People,” reflects the subtitle of this book. It starts with
a table of contents that lists the titles of the 40 one or two page chapters, with the first one called
“God.” Chapters two through seven summarize aspects of the Old Testament (e.g., God speaking
to Abraham and Moses, and through the prophets), while Chapter eight, “It all happened as the
prophets said,” bridges the Old Testament and the New Testament. Chapters nine through forty
outline the story of the New Testament, from Mary saying “yes” to God (Chapter 9) and Jesus’
birth and ministry, through to His death (Chapter 28) and Him living again (Chapter 30) to the
Holy Spirit, the church, and apostles Peter and Paul (Chapters 36–39), and ending with Chapter
40, “What will happen to all people – what God wants.” Each chapter is written in several
sections, but not in paragraphs, simply telling the story reflected in the title. These narratives are
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simple and clear, reflecting good use of Minimal English.
Part Three is the longest section of the book, 141 pages (compared to 80 pages in Part
Two), and is entitled Brief Commentaries on the Chapters of Part Two. Some commentaries are
a few pages long, while others are five or six pages in length. Each contains Wierzbicka’s
reflections and insights, and several quote extensively from other writers. For example, toward
the end of the commentary on chapter 40, Wierzbicka states, “‘The Story of God and People’ as
told here does not assert that in the end, all people will live with God. Rather, it highlights the
message of the New Testament that this is what God wants” (p. 290). Part Four is labelled
Appendices, and includes three, one on the word “forgiveness,” the next on “love,” and the final
(and longest) one on the word hilasterion as it relates to various doctrines. There is no
conclusion to the book but instead a list of references discussed or quoted from, plus an index.
What Christians Believe is a different type of book, which will be of interest to academics
and thoughtful individuals who wish to think more carefully about the messages we share about
Christianity and how to communicate them effectively. Well documented, the book reflects
Wierzbicka’s wide reading and thoughtful insights. Aside from Part Two, which reflects the
discussion above of Minimal English, the book is not an easy read, as I had hoped it might be for
English language learners and teachers. In short, this is not a very teacher-friendly book,
although the one or two page chapters in Part Two could make great readings for various levels
of students who would like to learn more about Christianity and the story of God and people.
Replete with examples, quotations, and notes, the book is a scholar’s delight. I was
impressed by the wide range of authors and theologians Wierzbicka cites, and I appreciated
learning new insights concerning many familiar examples from the Bible. As an ELT
professional and teacher educator, major take-aways for me were just how complex the Christian
story actually is, and how much I take for granted as I try to share it with others. It is wonderful
to have a concise and thoughtful outline of the story of God and people, from Part Two. I can see
Christian curriculum designers and English teachers using the short chapters from the Story in
creative ways, although I am not aware of an online version of it yet. Wierzbicka’s view on
universal and non-universal concepts and words is a challenge to all those who naively believe
that English as the lingua franca is easy for everyone to use and understand. As this impressive
work indicates, English vocabulary is complex and certainly not universal.
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The Learning Cycle: Insights for Faithful Teaching
from Neuroscience and the Social Sciences
Muriel I. Elmer and Duane H. Elmer. IVP Academic, 2020.
Reviewed by Bradley Baurain, Moody Theological Seminary and Graduate School
From one angle, The Learning Cycle is a book about a single diagram. The diagram
summarizes how we learn, from information recall to lasting change. From another angle, The
Learning Cycle is a book about almost everything we do in life, including and especially the
Christian life. It narrates a biblical pathway to wisdom, integrity, and Christlike character. From
yet another angle, as indicated in the subtitle, The Learning Cycle builds bridges among areas
often perceived as disparate—Christian faith, neuroscience, and the social sciences, providing an
excellent specific example of the integration of faith and learning.
As I read this book, then, I found myself constantly reconceptualizing exactly what it was
that I was learning. This was only one of many ways that the authors, Muriel and Duane Elmer,
kept me engaged and practiced what they were preaching. Both are well-known in Christian
education circles. Together they have 80 years of teaching experience in 100 different countries.
Their target audience includes not only professional educators but also church volunteers,
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pastors, and parents.
Chapters 1–2 give an overview of the Learning Cycle and its assumptions. The book is
founded upon biblical authority, the value of creation or general revelation, and the guidance of
the Holy Spirit, as well as the professional belief that teaching can always be improved. The
Learning Cycle model seeks to unify the cognitive (intellectual), affective (emotional), and
psychomotor (behavior, actions, habits). In doing so, it reveals that beliefs and actions must be in
harmony. Knowing must lead to doing. The end goal is “nurturing the kinds of people who strive
to live seamless, truthful lives revealing the character of Christ” (p. 21).
Chapter 3 presents Level 1 of the cycle: “Recall,” or “I remember the information.” The
main topic is memory, including practice and retention of items being learned. From this
perspective, Chapter 4 focuses in on the method of lecturing. The discussion in these chapters, as
throughout the book, includes research findings, professional anecdotes, teaching suggestions,
learning tasks, and biblical insights.
Chapter 5 covers Level 2 of the cycle: “Recall with Appreciation,” or “I value the
information.” Positive emotions are a gateway to learning because they activate logic and critical
thinking. The Elmers describe how there has been a revolution in understanding in this area in
recent cognitive neuroscience (p. 60). What about negative emotions or cognitive dissonance?
These are discussed later in the book.
Chapters 6–7 explain Level 3 of the cycle: “Recall with Speculation,” or “I ponder how
to use the information.” This is when learners try to connect old with new to imagine the future.
This leads to change, and can often take the form of problem-solving. One underappreciated
teacher skill for this purpose is asking good questions. Many of these chapters’ claims are
illustrated in the teaching techniques of Jesus, especially from the Sermon on the Mount.
Chapter 8 recognizes that there are significant “Barriers to Change” in real learning.
Learning means change and growth, which can be uncomfortable. If we fail to perceive it as
necessary or desirable, the problem might be a lack of humility or faith. Generally, barriers can
be classified into personal, social, and cultural (or traditional) categories. Chapter 9 then offers
suggestions—mostly presented in the form of role-play learning tasks—for overcoming these
barriers. From a biblical perspective, it is essential to recognize that Satan will always oppose
learning and growth, whereas God uses obedience to mold us according to His will (pp. 124–
125).
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Chapters 10–11 discuss Level 4 of the cycle: “Recall with Practice,” or “I begin changing
my behavior.” Change is difficult and can feel awkward or embarrassing, but this is actually a
good sign that progress is being made. Endeavoring to start new habits takes time, but repetition
works because the process creates new or stronger neural networks in the brain (p. 134).
Dialogue, discussion, and reflection (including debriefing) are key, thus highlighting the
importance of learning communities. As throughout the book, the Elmers draw on secular
theories—for example, Mezirow’s theory of transformative learning—while supplying or
correcting deficiencies biblically. By this stage, the larger purposes of the Learning Cycle are
emerging more clearly:
The critical challenge in Recall with Practice is making a clear connection between the
truth and practice of the truth. Only when the learner grasps the connection between truth
and living and begins to practice the truth can we confidently assume that learning has
actually occurred. (Elmer & Elmer, 2020, p. 145)
Chapters 12–13 expound on Level 5, the final stage of the cycle: “Recall with Habit,” or
“I do consistently.” In this stage, genuine learning has led to transformation: “A transformed life
presupposes new thinking, new attitudes, and new behaviors so automatic and so instinctual that
they now characterize the person we have become” (p. 161). For Christians, real transformation
and sustained learning take place within the community of faith and are possible only with God's
help.
Chapter 14 reviews the Learning Cycle as a whole, crystallizing each level into a
coherent narrative (pp. 190–192). The Elmers also humbly warn of the dangers of
overemphasizing different aspects of their model. Finally, they discuss (not for the first time) the
ultimate goal of Christlike character, which is more than a “stage” and which lies at the heart of
all learning. The book also includes a helpful bibliography, author and subject index, and
Scripture index.
Christian TESOL professionals need to read The Learning Cycle. Too often, TESOL
seems to be consumed by technical matters of methodology or second language acquisition,
losing sight of larger issues inherent in language and learning. Too often, TESOL feels cut off
from what is happening in the larger world of education. Too often, Christians in TESOL see
“love and care for students” as the only practical way to integrate faith and learning. This book
can provide a needed corrective and, depending on the readers, crucial truths to transform our
teaching.
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